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Dreams at Conception in the French LancelotGrail Romances (Thirteenth Century)
Reginald Hyatte
University of Tulsa

he Lancelot-Grail romances offer problematic instances of rewriting in their treatment of dreams: a songe or a vision recounted to an
adult character about himself in the Vulgate Lancelot proper (ca.
1215–20) appears “prewritten” in a later composed romance as his
mother’s or father’s dream in an enactment of the scene at or near his conception. In the cases under study, Queen Elaine’s dream the night Lancelot was conceived in the Vulgate Story of Merlin (L’estoire de Merlin, after
1230) and Arthur’s dream soon after Mordret’s conception in the postVulgate Merlin Continuation (La suite du roman de Merlin, ca. 1235–40)
resituate, or “presituate,” from the Lancelot an oneiric reference in a narrative present preceding that of the Lancelot. Thus, the first occurrence of
a father’s or mother’s dream in the chronological unfolding of the cycles,
in a Merlin romance, passes itself off as the originating fiction, while it is
actually the offspring, so to speak, of a text composed earlier. The rewritings examined here, which we will call retrowritings, are predictive narratives that use animal symbolism to elaborate on the Lancelot’s enigmatic
dreams or visions also cast in beast symbols. One of the objectives of this
essay is to address the question why the authors of the Merlin and Merlin
Continuation produced very different versions of significant oneiric passages from the Lancelot. Each of the retrowritings attempts to cover up its
imposture of textual paternity through the strategy of relocating, in the
narrative present, its variation on the Lancelot in a specific context that
promises authenticity and certainty of a pseudoscientific sort for a medieval readership: the moment of origin, conception, of the character to
whom the dream refers. Another objective is to identify several strategic
moves whereby the retrowritings try to establish their own authority at
least on a par with the Lancelot’s narration. These include the move
towards voices of superior credibility in the retrowritings, transparency of
meaning in their treatment of enigmatic songes, and notable adjustments in
conformity with literary conventions.
The record of a parent’s dream or other signs near the conception or
birth of a great man is an ancient literary convention. For example, in his

T

QUIDDITAS 21 (2000) 45

46

Reginald Hyatte

biography of Augustus, Suetonius reports a portent in the case of Augustus’s mother near the time of his conception; he also records enigmatic
dreams that both parents had before the birth.1 In Western Europe before
the mid-thirteenth century, numerous writings, particularly Latin translations of Arabic, Persian, and Greek works on optics, medicine, and astrology-astronomy, provided pseudoscientific bases for attributing farreaching significance to the formative moment of conception, which could
be determined, it was thought, from the time of birth. In their broadest
lines, astrological and related pseudosciences propound that at conception, celestial influences impress an image, or character, upon the person
being formed. Steven Kruger notes that some medieval authorities considered celestial movements to be a cause of dreams.2 Thus, the Vulgate and
post-Vulgate romances’ songes of the parents at the conception of their
child are especially important, for they coincide with the making of the
impression or character that marks and will guide the yet unborn throughout life, or the romance cycles. It is easy to imagine, then, why later writers
appropriated specific dreams or visions from the Lancelot, where they had
been situated long after or even outside the conceptional event, and repositioned them to appear as the originating fiction at the scene of conception. The retrowritings not only illustrate recycling of story material but
also attempt to memorialize—e.g., through immediately recognizable
beast symbols as a memory aid—the destinies of two characters, Lancelot
and Mordret, who rank among those closest to Arthur and, at the same
time, covet his queen and contribute the most to his ruin.
In his Commentary on the “Dream of Scipio,” Macrobius (fl. ca. A.D.
400) cites among meaningful dreams—that is, not false or useless for prediction—oracular ones in which a relative reveals the future.3 In the Lancelot-Grail romances, instances of the appearance of a relative in a dream
abound. A major problem with dream narratives, one especially delicate in
romance fiction, is their credibility. Eileen Gardiner has drawn attention in
pious medieval accounts of otherworldly visions to conventions used to
persuade readers that a narrated vision, often a dream, reports truth, not
fancy; such conventions “establish a connection between what was seen in
the otherworld and something concrete in this world.”4 Similar concerns
and conventions of verification regarding dreams or visions are evident in
1Suetonius, with an English Translation, trans. J. C. Rolfe, Loeb Classical Library
(1951), 2.94.4
2 Steven Kruger, “Medical and Moral Authority in the Late Medieval Dream,” in Reading Dreams: The Interpretation of Dreams from Chaucer to Shakespeare, ed. Peter Brown and
intro. A. C. Spearing (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 60–61.
3Macrobius, Commentary on the “Dream of Scipio,” trans. William Harris Stahl, Records
of Western Civilization (1952; repr., New York: Columbia University Press, 1990), 1.3.8.
4Eileen Gardiner, ed., Visions of Heaven and Hell before Dante (New York: Italica Press,
1989), xxiv.
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the Vulgate and post-Vulgate romances.5 We might note in the Lancelot a
readable, authenticating impression that accompanies a parent’s dreamlike
vision about relatives and offspring. Soon before her death, Queen Evaine,
the mother of Bors and Lionel, has an ecstatic vision (“li avint une avision;
et ele fu ausi com endormie, et lors fu ravis ses esperis,” 19a.5) in which
an unknown youth appears with two boys who, she guesses, are her sons.
When she awakens, she sees written on her right hand her sons’ names and
that of her nephew Lancelot. In the conception dreams under study, it is
as if one or both parents see and read, though less clearly than in Evaine’s
case, the impression formed at that moment.
An external image formed after a dream or vision might also serve a
memorializing function. The transformation of a dream as a mental image
to an external visual one is effected in the reference to Arthur’s songe at
Mordret’s conception in the Lancelot. The king subsequently has painted
on a church wall the dream’s main symbolic figure so that he will remember it (96.25). In the retrowritings at Lancelot’s and Mordret’s conception scenes in the Merlin and Merlin Continuation, the symbolic dream
becomes more detailed, and the interpretation of its symbols is much
clearer, less veiled in mystery than in the Lancelot’s representations.
The dream of Queen Elaine, wife of Ban of Benoïc, the night she conceived in The Story of Merlin rewrites and recontextualizes an enigmatic
vision from the Lancelot that is not her own. Moreover, the Lancelot’s
vision is not related to the hero’s conception. Thus, long after The Story of
Merlin’s conception dream, readers discover in the next Vulgate romance,
Lancelot, which begins with the title character’s childhood, a vision that
resembles Elaine’s songe; they must wonder at this point which of the two
versions is the original. At Lancelot 4.21–22, the diviner Bonifaces li
Romains attempts to interpret two dreams of Prince Galehout by reporting to him and his companion Lancelot an avision that he saw during his
divination. He introduces his relation with the formulaic “il me fu avis
que,” a stylistic constant of oneiric narration in the Vulgate romances.6 He
proceeds to tell how a company of beasts led by an uncrowned lion fights
a smaller company headed by a crowned lion. The latter has the worse of
it until a leopard joins its forces and drives back its opponents. The
uncrowned lion then receives the leopard joyfully and submits to the
crowned one. Readers know whom and what this initial part of the
diviner’s avision represents, as the animal figures simply reenact a key epi5For example, at Lancelot. Roman en prose du XIIIe siècle, ed. Alexandre Micha, 9
vols.,Textes Littéraires Français (Paris and Geneva: Droz, 1978–83), 89.4–5. All subsequent
references are to this edition. Christ makes several revelations to the sleeping Elyezer, and to
prove that the vision is true, he transports Elyezer’s son in body from a great distance so that
the father sees him when he awakens.
6Gérard Moignet, “La grammaire des songes dans La queste del Saint Graal,” Langue
française 40 (1978): 114, 118.
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sode recounted at length earlier in the romance. It is a retelling of the war
between Arthur and Galehout, in which Lancelot first turned the tide of
battle in Arthur’s favor and then won the prince’s friendship and his submission to the king. However, neither Bonifaces nor seven other diviners
who report having seen the same avision know what it means. After summarizing past aventures, the eight diviners’ common vision continues the
somewhat carnivalesque masquerade of noble animals in the narrative
present and future. The Lancelot plays out a scene here in which the eight
attempt, without complete success, to decrypt animal symbols that are
obvious to the reader. The diviners’ inability to pierce the very thin veil of
mystification does not speak well for their authority as readers. The
authoritative reading comes, finally, in the voice of the tenth diviner, Helie
de Toulouse, a supermagus who bases his identification—the leopard is
Lancelot etc.—on some obscure prophecies in symbolic form, presumably
written, of the long-gone Merlin (4.34–44).7
The eight diviners’ avision reappears in The Story of Merlin as Elaine’s
dream with several major changes tending towards “improved” authority,
authenticity, and transparent meaning.8 First, their vision, which has nothing of a conception dream, is wholly recontextualized as such. According
to astrological science, the timing of Elaine’s dream, paired with a different songe of her husband, on the night she conceived places it at the defining moment of Lancelot’s origin that marks his fate. It is also the moment
that corresponds, in conformity with literary convention, to the proper
place and setting of such a dream in a biographical narrative. In the Lancelot, the first part of the diviners’ vision is somewhat unusual in that it
summarizes the title character’s past aventures. It is most often the case in
Old French epic and adventure romance that oneiric visions serve a predictive, if enigmatic, function. The Merlin recasts the complete avision as
a predictive dream with respect to Lancelot and, so, brings it in line with
what one might consider conventional expectations of romance readers.
Further, the shift from the voice of the first eight diviners to that of Elaine
in the Merlin is, in effect, a transfer of the message—the vision itself—
7According to the Lancelot 4.24, Petrones, the eighth diviner in this scene, put Merlin’s
prophecies in writing. Elspeth Kennedy compares different versions of Galehout’s dreams
and their interpretation in the cyclic and so-called noncyclic, or precyclic, Lancelot romances:
Elspeth Kennedy, “Who Is to Be Believed? Conflicting Presentations of Events in the Lancelot-Grail Cycle,” in The Medieval “Opus”: Imitation, Rewriting, and Transmission in the
French Tradition, Proceedings of the Symposium Held at the Institute for Research in the
Humanities, October 5–7, 1995, The University of Wisconsin–Madison, ed. Douglas Kelly,
Faux Titre (Amsterdam and Atlanta: Rodopi, 1996), 174–76.
8The Vulgate Version of the Arthurian Romances Edited from Manuscripts in the British
Museum, ed. H. Oskar Sommer (Washington, D.C.: The Carnegie Institute of Washington,
1908–16), 2:277–80; Lancelot-Grail: The Old French Arthurian Vulgate and Post-Vulgate in
Translation, trans. Carol J. Chase, Rupert T. Pickens, et al., Garland Reference Library of the
Humanities (New York and London: Garland, 1993–96), 1:320–22.
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from the diviners’ uncertain authority to the sure testimony of a queen
and mother. Indeed, ancient and medieval dream theory generally accords
truth-status to relatives’ and rulers’ visions (e.g., in Cicero’s Somnium
Scipionis and Macrobius).9
There is likewise an important shift from a drawn-out scene of mystification and puzzlement on the characters’ part in the Lancelot to immediately transparent meaning in the Merlin. While she is dreaming, the
queen recognizes that the valiant leopard is the future issue of her loins,
but the first eight diviners, despite their knowledge of magical arts and,
presumably, of Lancelot’s past role in the Arthur-Galehout conflict, could
not identify the beast. Another move from obscurity to clarity takes place
in the characterization of Merlin. He passes from an enigmatic, physically
absent sayer/seer in the Lancelot, where the interpreter Helie gives a second- or thirdhand report of his cryptic prophecies, to the Merlin’s
“straight-talking” character, who explains in person to Elaine and Ban the
meaning of their dreams in brief, unequivocal terms.10 Finally, the narration of Elaine’s dream is considerably longer and more detailed than the
diviners’ avision. Among new elements that her songe introduces are several hundred bulls bound together about the neck which eat hay from a
rack and, because of pride and envy, fight some of the uncrowned lion’s
beasts for their feeding ground. This prophetic encryption refers to the
Lancelot’s war between Arthur and Galehout, but it is lifted from
Gauvain’s dream of the bulls, the rack, and their fighting in the Vulgate
Quest of the Holy Grail (ca. 1220–25).11 Gauvain’s dream signifies the
Round Table knights’ internecine combats long after Galehout’s death.
For readers who do not know the dates of composition of the different
romances, the Merlin’s recycling of The Quest of the Holy Grail’s oneiric
bovine signs with a complete change of referents and the wholesale borrowing from the diviners’ avision in the Lancelot are far from self-evident.
Further, the Merlin’s precedence in a chronological reading of the Vulgate
cycle makes its version appear to be the “mother” narrative from which
the others descend.
Since the animals are usually mute in the cycles’ symbolic dreams and
visions, the beast constructions most often require the voice of a human
character who relates the animals and their actions to other characters and
the story line. With the two dreams common to the Merlin and The Quest
of the Holy Grail just discussed, an explicator’s follow-up is absolutely
essential, given the arbitrary meaning of signs within the cycle: the self9See also Patricia Cox Miller, Dreams in Late Antiquity: Studies in the Imagination of a
Culture (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), 57.
10Vulgate Version, 2:279–80; Lancelot-Grail, 1:322.
11La queste del Saint Graal. Roman du XIIIe siècle, ed. Albert Pauphilet, Les Classiques
Français du Moyen Âge (Paris: Champion, 1923), 149.

50

Reginald Hyatte

same animals and acts in both versions point to different referents and
periods!
In the post-Vulgate Merlin Continuation, the revision of a short secondhand report from the Lancelot attempts, in much the same manner as
the Merlin, to produce what would seem to be the original account of a
parent’s conception dream. The Merlin Continuation’s retrowriting
involves strategic moves to voices of greater authority than those in the
Lancelot, the enactment of the dream near the time of origination, and
repeated readings. At Lancelot 96.23–25, an unnamed religious hermit
tells the adult Mordret that he will cause the Round Table’s destruction
and that he and his true father, whom the recluse does not name, will slay
each other. He recounts briefly Mordret’s father’s dream on the night he
impregnated King Loth of Orcanie’s wife: the father bears a serpent which
destroys all his domain and knights; he slays it but dies from its venom.
The hermit identifies the serpent as Mordret and adds that his true father
had its image painted in a church in Camelot so that he would remember
the dream forever. As Beryl Rowland notes, beast symbols serve a memorializing function especially with respect to a medieval audience, for they
provide moral instruction in a way likely to be remembered.12 In the Lancelot, however, Mordret does not find out that his uncle Arthur is also his
father, nor does Arthur seem to know at this time that the serpent he had
painted represents Mordret.13 In the Vulgate Death of King Arthur (ca.
1225–30), when the king learns that in his absence Mordret had himself
crowned and is attempting to seize and marry Guinevere, he recalls the
serpent and only then realizes that it signifies Mordret, his son.14 Nevertheless, it is not the church painting that jogs his memory, since he is in
Gaul at the time.
The dream message that Arthur receives is, at first, meaningless, but it
acquires meanings through successive stages of transmission. Arthur first
12Beryl Rowland, “The Art of Memory and the Bestiary,” in Beasts and Birds in the
Middle Ages: The Bestiary and Its Legacy, ed. Willene B. Clark and Meradith T. McMinn,
Middle Ages Series (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1989), 12.
13M. Victoria Guerin, The Fall of Kings and Princes: Structure and Destruction in
Arthurian Tragedy, Figuræ (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1995), presumes that in the
Lancelot, Arthur knows that Mordret is his son “but gives no sign of his knowledge” (33). I
do not believe that the Lancelot allows one to assume as much, and surely Mordret does not
know the truth. In the Merlin Continuation’s version of Arthur’s dream, the king does not
seem to know, even though Merlin gives him all the information needed for inferring the
relationship and the reptile’s identity: La suite du roman de Merlin, ed. Gilles Roussineau, 2
vols., Textes Littéraires Français (Geneva: Droz, 1996).
14La mort le roi Artu. Roman du XIIIe siècle, ed. Jean Frappier, 3d ed., Textes Littéraires Français (Geneva and Paris: Droz and M. J. Minard, 1964), § 164. But earlier, at § 135,
a false letter composed by Mordret under Arthur’s name proclaims, without further clarification, that Mordret is not his nephew. Also, at § 141 Guinevere tells her cousin, the knight
Labor, in confidence that Mordret is Arthur’s son. Did she learn this from her lover, who
learned it from the dead hermit’s letter in the Lancelot 96.28?
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comprehends and retains only its specific forms. The hermit, in transmitting these forms to Mordret, adds the identification of the serpent. Mordret then slays the hermit, but the latter transmits more information
posthumously, in a letter that Lancelot finds in the dead man’s hand:
Arthur is Mordret’s father. This brief passage illustrates, in concentrated
form, a sort of oneiric narration, sometimes developed at length in the
Lancelot, wherein an initial dream passes through successive retransmissions and reformulations that offer only partial meanings and postpone,
till the final moment, complete understanding. Thus, meaning is not in
the dream itself, but meanings emerge through retellings. The development of Galehout’s two dreams and their interpretation beginning at Lancelot 2.10 is an extreme case: his troubling songes are retold and
reformulated in other visions nearly a dozen times before they become
wholly meaningful. 15 In this, the Lancelot’s dreams as sequences of
retransmissions reveal fuller meaning the farther the narration moves
beyond the original dreamer’s account. The retrowritings under study
form a second sequence of retransmissions of the Lancelot’s dreams and
add to their significance, for example, by articulating them through voices
of superior authority.
The Story of Merlin dramatizes the mating first mentioned in the Lancelot of Arthur, now a young squire, and Loth’s wife, Arthur’s half sister
(“une des serors le roy Artu de par sa mere”); but it does not tell of a conception dream.16 The Merlin Continuation, however, opens with the
newly crowned Arthur’s dream shortly after he impregnates his sister
(“serour germainne,” § 11). As in Elaine’s case, his dream is reported several times. First the narrator recounts it as if reading the sleeping king’s
mind, then Merlin and Arthur repeat it, and, finally, Merlin deciphers it.
The repetitions underline the dream for the reader, or rereader, and provide a “memory” of the future event, the Arthurian eschaton or end of
time, in symbolic and decoded messages. Arthur’s songe in the Merlin
Continuation is different from the hermit’s relation. The king on his
throne sees a great number of what he thinks at first to be birds flying
overhead. Then, a flying dragon or serpent and a large company of griffins
burn Logres’s castles and kill his men. He slays the dragon-serpent but
receives a mortal wound (§ 3). In this version, the parts of the Lancelot’s
report where Arthur saw the serpent issue from himself and had its image
painted are absent. Although Merlin, formerly responsible for Arthur’s
own conception, tells him that the being just conceived incestuously will
be the cause of great evil (§ 11), the king seems not to realize that the
dragon-serpent represents his yet unborn son. At any rate, the Merlin
15See Reginald Hyatte, “Dream-Engendering Dreams in the Old French Lancelot,”
Mediævalia 22 (1999): 343–58.
16Vulgate Version, 2:128–29; Lancelot-Grail, 1:237.
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Continuation aims at authenticity and originality in enacting the father’s
dream very near the time of conception. Moreover, the dream’s recitation
by Arthur, father and king, confirms its authority, and the interpretation
by the prophetic authority Merlin in person, rather than the nameless hermit, tends towards that same end. Here one might compare the execution
of another strategy of confirmation on a much larger scale in the Vulgate
Story of the Holy Grail (L’estoire del Saint Graal, after 1230), a fiction presented as Christ’s word.
It cannot be said, however, that the Merlin Continuation’s version of
Arthur’s songe and its decryption presents meaning transparently to the
king who seeks to understand. Even though Merlin refuses to name
Arthur’s future mortal enemy, the full significance of the dream through
Merlin’s interpretation, which supplies abundant revelations about the
king’s past and future, is transparent to readers. Yet Arthur, like Mordret
upon hearing the hermit’s revelations in the Lancelot, does not grasp it all;
and later, in order to avert the predicted misfortunes, he does not concentrate on eliminating Loth’s wife’s newborn son but has all the other boys
recently born in Logres set adrift in a boat. The narrative situation in
which readers understand an enigmatic dream much more clearly and fully
than characters who seek to understand it resembles the eight diviners’
imperfect comprehension of the visions they attempted to interpret.
Let us return to the original form of Arthur’s dream in the Lancelot—
the father gives birth to a serpent, and they slay each other—and examine
its problematic variation on “moralized” bestiary figures. For a medieval
readership, the king’s dream might call to mind the well-known figure of
the newborn serpent brood killing its parent that is found, for example, in
the Latin Physiologus and Isidore of Seville’s Etymologies.17 The Lancelot’s
dream probably derives from these “father” texts of types, the former of
which interprets the different serpents allegorically as the Pharisees,
Christ, and the Mother Church. Nevertheless, the Lancelot’s beast allegory in this instance points away from the sacred typological exegesis illustrated in the Physiologus and the romance’s own reading of a lion-as-Christ
symbol (49a.32–34) to distinctly secular interpretation: the fall of Arthur
and the kingdom’s ruin. It must be noted, too, that the bestiary-style formulation of Arthur’s dream is, in itself, apparently defective, for its serpent
is born not of a serpent, as in the bestiaries, but of a man. Still, the Lancelot
supplies a missing beast parent—a snake-Arthur—in an earlier episode. In
a nocturnal vision or illusion at Corbenic, Gauvain sees a giant serpent give
birth to a hundred or so serpents; they slay their parent which slays them
17Physiologus, trans. Michael J. Curley (Austin and London: University of Texas Press,
1979), 15–16. Isidore of Seville, Isidori Hispalensis episcopi etymologiarum sive originum libri
XX, ed. W. M. Lindsay, Scriptorum Classicorum Bibliotheca Oxoniensis (1911; repr.,
Oxford: Clarendon, 1971), 12.4.10–11.
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(66.19–21).18 A hermit explains to Gauvain that the great serpent represents Arthur, and the brood, his knights and relatives (66.36–37). So,
when Arthur is said later to have dreamt that he gave birth to a serpent
(96.23–25), readers might possibly understand that the king has taken the
place in person here of the snake which stood for him previously! And a
comparison of the differing explications of the offspring as Mordret in one
case and the Round Table knights and Arthur’s relatives in another shows
the Lancelot’s symbolic system to be somewhat arbitrary with respect to
referents.
Then there is, clearly, a gender problem in the Lancelot’s representations of snake-bearing: the maternal part in birth is supplanted by that of
a father. One might ask where the bestiaries’ female serpent figure is.19
The Physiologus and Isidore of Seville note that while mating, the female
serpent castrates the male or bites off his head. A castrating or male-slaying
female figure is lacking in Arthur’s dream and the visions at Corbenic. But
the Lancelot supplies this gendered bestiary type in the earlier, seemingly
unrelated sequence of Galehout’s terrifying dreams and their interpretation by Arthur’s ten diviners. Galehout, Lancelot’s loving mate, dreams
that the fire-breathing serpent Guinevere burns off half his limbs (2.10),
and in a prophecy of Merlin reported at the end of the sequence, the serpent queen’s actions are in part responsible for the death of the prince,
who is figured as a dragon (4.43–44). It would appear that the Lancelot’s
narrator (or narrators) took the father/mother/offspring triad, the complete “naturalist” description of serpents according to the Physiologus and
Isidore, and fragmented its elements in several different dreams, visions,
and a prophecy. One serpent represents Arthur, another Mordret, others
the king’s knights and relatives, and another Guinevere, a party with the
dragon-prince to an odd love triangle. These figures do not in themselves
form or point to a coherent, single Arthurian story line but branch off in
various parts of the Vulgate: Arthur and Mordret’s slaying each other at
the conclusion to The Death of King Arthur, the Round Table’s internecine fighting throughout The Quest of the Holy Grail and The Death of
King Arthur, and Galehout’s death for which Guinevere is partly responsible in the Lancelot. Yet in spite of the rather arbitrary system of signs and
radical displacement in gender, the Lancelot’s many scattered snake-type
fragments can be abstracted and reformed along the lines of the bestiary
model, wherein the female snake kills the male, and the offspring mortally
assail the parent. The perverse serpent triad, contextualized imperfectly in
18Cf. a similar vision in the same place at 98.35–38.
19 Mireille Demaules, “Écriture et imaginaire du

rêve dans le Lancelot en prose,”
Médiévales 3 (1983), supposes the serpent figure to be androgynous, and she concludes with
respect to Arthur’s dream in the Lancelot: “Ainsi le caractère traditionnellement androgyne
du serpent permet au texte d’absenter la mère” (24).
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the Lancelot’s conception dream, epitomizes, as a moral metaphor, the
self-destructive nature of the Arthurian world.
The development of these bestiary-style figures in the Lancelot is as
complex and, perhaps, puzzling as that in many of the cryptic and sometimes oddly interpreted dreams and visions in The Quest of the Holy Grail.
The version of Arthur’s dream in the Merlin Continuation avoids, however, the complexity and problems associated with moralized bestiaries’
serpent-bearing. It does not tell of the birth of the reptilian Mordret or his
monstrous companions which appear out of the blue. This instance seems,
therefore, to favor a representational mode, largely independent of the
didactic bestiaries, that is found commonly in epic and romance dream
narration. Namely, animals representing human characters act out not a
bestiary script—e.g., serpent-like mating or parturition—but only those
characters’ particular roles in the fiction, as with the two lions at war discussed earlier.
In the Merlin Continuation, Arthur’s dream begins with what he
perceives to be birds flying above his head. A fire-spitting bird appears in
a similar context near the close of the long version of the prose Tristan,
which according to G. Roussineau probably antedates the Merlin Continuation.20 Tristan dreams that a marvelous bird slays him after invading
Logres, destroying all with fire, and almost defeating Arthur (vol. 7, §
132). He interprets this dream and another himself: the incendiary bird is
King Marc (§ 175). Tristan’s dream conforms to the conventional mode
of the premonitory songe near the dreamer’s demise, as with Galehout at
Lancelot 30.3 and Arthur in The Death of King Arthur (§ 176). Possibly
the prose Tristan fathered the Merlin Continuation’s flying dream figure.
In spite of the fact that it has nothing to do with conception, Tristan’s
premonition is marked morphologically as a common lineal descendant
with the Merlin Continuation’s conception dream from Arthur’s in the
Lancelot.
Elaine’s and Arthur’s dreams and their interpretations in the Merlin
and Merlin Continuation make clear for readers paternal relationships that
characters will question later. They draw attention to the crucial problem
addressed time and again in the Lancelot-Grail romances of the identity of
a male character’s parent(s). In the Lancelot, Mordret is so enraged when
the hermit denies his descent from Loth that he slays him on the spot.
Lancelot, during his upbringing under the Lady of the Lake’s direction, is
unable to name his father, and the lady does not hesitate to humble the
overproud youth by denying his royal birth (Lancelot 9a.13–21). And the
20Gilles Roussineau, “Remarques sur les relations entre La suite du roman de Merlin et
sa continuation et le Tristan en prose,” in Miscellanea Mediævalia: Mélanges offerts à Philippe
Ménard, ed. Jean-Claude Faucon, Alain Labbé, and Danielle Quéruel, Nouvelle Bibliothèque du Moyen Âge (Paris: Champion, 1998), 2:1149–62.
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young Arthur is mistaken about his parents’ identity before he becomes
king—e.g., in the early prose version (beginning of the thirteenth century)
of Robert de Boron’s Merlin.21 As for Merlin and Galahad, whose conceptions, like Arthur’s, involve magic or supernatural influence, other
characters wonder who their fathers are. The Merlin’s and Merlin Continuation’s conception dreams placed near the beginning of Arthur’s reign
suggest, further, a major theme of the romances about the twilight of his
rule: a reciprocal father-son quest. Lancelot and Galahad’s reunion and
reconciliation near the end of the Vulgate and post-Vulgate Quest of the
Holy Grail and Mordret and Arthur’s mortal combat in The Death of King
Arthur offer radically contrasting conclusions to the thematic quest.
In closing, we might consider an idea about subversive rewriting suggested by P. V. Rockwell’s Rewriting Resemblance in Medieval French
Romance.22 Readers of the Lancelot-Grail romances cannot help noting
resemblances between variant versions of dreams, despite the great distances of time and text that separate them. Nevertheless, they will also recognize considerable differences between them. For instance, the mother’s
dream at Lancelot’s conception in the Merlin looks ahead to the hero’s
feats of arms, but the corresponding visions in the Lancelot look back on
them. Given the obvious differences between two versions that resemble
each other, readers might ask which is authentic and which dissembles,
that is, rewrites so as to resemble. It would seem that the authors of
Elaine’s dream in the Merlin and Arthur’s in the Merlin Continuation
were aware of this critical problem, the relative value that readers might
attribute to competing fictions. Indeed, the differences that the “resembling” remakes introduce tend towards furnishing proof of their own
authenticity, authority, and witness to the moment of origin. Do the retrowritings aim simply to adapt and, perhaps, improve on the Lancelot
through supplementary information, anterior positioning, at-the-scene
enactment, voices of superior authority, and conventionalization? Or do
they attempt to supplant the “father” narratives which they resemble by
persuading the reader that they themselves provide the true, original version? Following Rockwell’s suggestion, one could say that the retrowritings in question put the authenticity of the Lancelot’s accounts in doubt.
Or if one takes the idea further, they tend to reduce the status of these two
oneiric narratives in the Lancelot to that of imperfectly conceived imitations of themselves.

21Robert de Boron, Merlin. Roman du XIIIe siècle, ed. Alexandre Micha, Textes Littéraires Français (Geneva: Droz, 1979), §§ 86–87.
22Paul Vincent Rockwell, Rewriting Resemblance in Medieval French Romance: Ceci
n’est pas un graal, Garland Studies in Medieval Literature (New York and London: Garland,
1995).
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